Abstract
INTRODUCTION
Business environment is a fairly general term with a wide spectrum of synonyms and parallel expressions that are frequently used. Sources, which engage in business competition, specify the business environment as general external conditions where any business implements its activities. As described in Grublová (2001) : "Business environment must be perceived as a set of external factors having impact on the economic position of a company, motivation and behaviour of individual entrepreneurial subjects. The business environment is made up by a wide spectrum of conditions for doing business in the area of legislation, institutional infrastructure and market operations."
All businesses (regardless of their size) need strategic analysis of the external business environment for their strategic management. That provides vital information to company's owners and management about the position of the company in the external environment, opportunities that can be exploited and threats having impact on the very existence of the business.
The analysis of the external business environment and its results make foundation for decisions about a company's strategy, especially in today's discontinuous external environment which changes ever so o en (Guinn et al., 2009) .
Small and medium-sized enterprises are exposed to strong competition on one hand but also to a great number of new opportunities on the other. If those are not taken advantage of to increase performance (increase in added value) then the chances for success in extended Europe are slim.
The external business environment can be examined by focusing on its parts (STEPE Analysis), scope of its impact (international, national, regional and sectoral), controllability by management (controllable, uncontrollable), and its relationship to a company (threats, opportunities). Threats and opportunities change with time and location. The same sort of situation can be perceived as an opportunity at the time while it can become a threat in three or fi ve years for instance. Also, a situation which is an opportunity in some region can act like a threat in some other at the same time. Therefore, threats and opportunities must be understood in the context of a particular company, product or service. As the same situation can become an opportunity for one particular company while it is a threat for another.
Additionally, only the factors that have infl uence on a company at the time or in the near future are signifi cant for the needs of strategic analysis, as pointed out by David (2001) .
According to Meff ert (1996) , and also in my own experience, performing analyses can be fairly complicated due to a lot of information, its intricacy and, sometimes, wrong interpretations of the results.
According to Drucker (1992) , every analysis should answer these basic questions:
What restrictions and option limitations make the company vulnerable or stay in the way of its effi ciency and lower its economic results? What are we afraid of? Where do we see a threat to the company and how can we turn it into an opportunity?
The aim of this paper is to evaluate conditions of the Czech business environment both for the purposes of international comparison and further based upon views of SME managers and owners. The reason behind the theme of this paper is increasing signifi cance of SME, which have been infl uenced by the ongoing economic recession the most. But because of their elasticity, new opportunities like searching for new markets and production programs can be brought about.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
This paper works with the terms micro, small and medium-sized enterprise as specifi ed in the Article 1, Commission Regulation (EC) No 800/2008. The defi nition of SME is vital for establishing equal conditions for all entrepreneurial subjects and enabling statistical comparisons within EU (European Commission, 2012) .
Article 1 -Micro, Small and Medium-sized Enterprise
Micro, Small and Medium-sized Enterprise (SME) is a businessman or businesswoman who: employs less than 250 employees and his or her assets do not exceed 43 mil. EUR (in CZK equivalent) or his or her turnover/revenues do not exceed 50 mil. EUR (in CZK equivalent).
Small-Sized Enterprise is a businessman or businesswoman who: employs less than 50 employees and his or her assets or his or her turnover/revenues do not exceed 10 mil. EUR (in CZK equivalent).
Micro-sized Enterprise is a businessman or businesswoman who: employs less than 10 employees and his or her assets or his or her turnover/revenues do not exceed 2 mil. EUR (in CZK equivalent).
The business environment's sources of information were mainly the World Bank and Transparency International (TI). Views of SME managers were used to evaluate the business environment in the Czech Republic. 70 SME SWOT Analyses were implemented in order to acquire respondents'' views on the quality of the business environment. These were conducted by part-time students who work at middle or basic managerial positions. Additionally, 226 SME SWOT Analyses were performed by the students of the Faculty of Business and Economics at Mendel University in Brno and also by the students of B.I.B.S., a. s., in 2010. 89 managers of micro-sized enterprises, 83 managers of small-sized enterprises and 54 managers of medium-sized enterprises were questioned in 2010. The sectoral structure of these enterprises in 2010 (and the number of SME) was as follows: Transport, storage, communications (8) Table" was implemented as a tool for identifying threats and opportunities along with determining the probability of occurrence and their infl uence on a company. The perspective of presence, near future and more distant future was applied. Also, a priority matrix was put to use.
Statistical methods were applied in order to assess links between individual qualitative traits. Mainly contingency tables, square contingency and contingency coeffi cients were implemented in order to test relations between variables. The contingency coeffi cients are constructed in a way that their value is dependent only on the intensity of correlation.
Pearson's coeffi cient of contingency: This coeffi cient scales the chi-square statistic to a value between 0 (no association) and 1 (maximum association).
Cramér's coeffi cient of contingency: Its value falls between two nominal variables, giving a value between 0 and 1. The value is established by taking the smaller number created by lowering the number of rows or rather/and columns by 1 (Budíková et al., 2010) .
Data was processed by Microso Excel and Unistat for Excel.
As the scope of this paper is limited the respondents' answers regarding Situational Analysis of the internal environment (companies' strengths and weaknesses) were not included.
RESULTS

Evaluation of the Business Environment's Conditions for the Purpose of International Comparison
The business environment is infl uenced by a wide spectrum of conditions from the area of legislation, institutional infrastructure and market operations. It is a goal of all governments in advanced countries to improve its business environment. When entrepreneurs and companies thrive; so does economy. The rate of unemployment decreases and the living standard goes up.
The The worst conditions for doing business can be encountered in Greece as shown in Tab. II. The second worse position for doing business is taken up by the Czech Republic. The best conditions for doing business are set in Sweden and Belgium. The Czech Republic suff ers from the worst business conditions when it comes to paying taxes, but it also experiences diffi culties in the area of enforcing contracts and starting a business.
The most popular indicator worldwide for assessing the quality of business environment is the Corruption Perception Index (CPI Source: Doing Business report publishing its fi ndings regarding the index every year since 1995. TI identifi es corruption as misuse of the public authority for personal gains such as bribing the offi cials, paying commissions for winning public tenders or embezzlement of public resources, these are considered as negative factors of economic effi ciency (Lambsdorff , 2000) . A country/territory's score indicates the perceived level of public sector corruption on the scale of 0-10, where 0 means that the country is perceived as highly corrupt. 10 means that the country is devoid of corruption.
Note: Corruption: 0 -maximum, 10 -minimum (zero).
The CPI scores and ranks countries/territories based on how corrupt a country's public sector is perceived to be. It is a composite index, a combination of surveys and assessments of corruption, collected by a variety of reputable institutions. The CPI is the most widely used indicator of corruption worldwide.
The Tab. III shows that there is a strong corrupted environment in the Czech Republic. When it comes to index comparisons between the Czech Republic and the countries with similar number of inhabitants within EU, the Czech Republic achieves the second worse score (a er Greece). The perception of corruption based upon the corruption index is, however, based upon subjective views of the respondents and their personal values, and can also refl ect how o en media pay attention to this problem. Nonetheless, a country's long-term insuffi cient position (or its signifi cant worsening) in international corruption comparisons probably means a negative development regarding this matter.
Czech Business Environment and its
Evaluation by SME Managers
The Czech business environment was evaluated based upon conducted analyses by SME managers. The SME managers and owners identifi ed threats and opportunities for their businesses. The analyses were performed within situational analyses of the external environment in the Czech Republic.
226 SME managers defi ned 1036 opportunities in total in 2010 (average: 4.6 opportunity per manager), out of which 405 were identifi ed by micro-enterprise managers, 370 by small-enterprise managers and 261 by middle-enterprise managers. That means that the micro-enterprise managers defi ned 4.6 opportunities on average for their business while the small-and middle-enterprise managers identifi ed 4.5 and 4.8 opportunities on average per manager. Therefore, there is a signifi cant diff erence between the number of identifi ed opportunities dependant of the size of a company. The following table presents the most frequently defi ned opportunities (see Tab. IV). As a matter of interest, the table also shows the results from the business environment evaluation done by SME managers in 2004 a er the Czech Republic had joined EU (Kučerová and Pošvář, 2005) .
The most important opportunity identifi ed by SME managers in 2004 was "integration of the Czech Republic into EU" which facilitated its The following table shows the most signifi cant opportunities identifi ed by micro, small and medium-sized enterprise managers in 2010 (see Tab. V).
The most signifi cant opportunity "Technical a technological development, increase in demand for innovated products" was defi ned by all SME managers regardless of the size of their company (83% of micro-sized enterprise managers, 84% of small-sized enterprise managers and 78% of medium-sized enterprise managers). It should be noted that it was the medium-sized enterprise managers who had found Czech integration into EU, life style changes infl uencing demand, legislation and regulations, and qualifi ed labour supply as the most important opportunities more frequently. The small-sized enterprise managers preferred subsidies for SME and free/unoccupied Considering that the level of signifi cance is almost 7%, it should be noted that the data could be o en obtained even in case of zero hypothesis validity. Therefore we cannot exclude the possibility that the zero hypothesis is true which means that we cannot prove any correlation between the identifi ed opportunities and the size of SME. Thus, SME managers perceive opportunities from the external environment similarly, irrespective of their company's size.
1 091 threats were defi ned by SME managers in 2010. Each SME manager identifi ed 4.8 threats on average. The micro-sized enterprise managers defi ned 415 threats, the small-and medium-sized enterprise managers identifi ed 398 and 278 threats. That means that the average number of identifi ed threats is 4.7 (micro-sized enterprise managers), 4.8 (small-sized enterprise managers) and 5.1 (mediumsized enterprise managers). No signifi cant diff erence was found between the number of identifi ed threats depending on the size of the company.
The following table (see Tab. IV) shows the most frequently stated threats (145 threats, 13% threats, were placed in the category "other" in 2010)
It should be noted that the most signifi cant threat (most frequently identifi ed by SME managers) in both years (2004 and Sources: SWOT analyses conducted by SME managers (2004, 2010) Demand for ecological production, pressure to protect the environment 7 8 13 16 7 13
Sources: SWOT analyses conducted by SME managers (2004, 2010) and own work the SME managers identifi ed this threat in 2004, and the number further increased to 92% in 2010. Another frequent threat of 2004 was also "EU laws and regulations, EU competition" while it was "Financial and economic crisis" and "Government's interventions, legislation" in 2010.
Competition and rivalry in the industry was the most frequently indentifi ed threat in the industry, especially for medium-sized enterprises (96%) and micro-sized enterprises (92%). Government's interventions, legislation was most frequently defi ned as a threat by micro-sized enterprises (69%). Financial and economic crisis was perceived, on the other hand, as a signifi cant threat by small-sized enterprise managers (78%). "Decrease in demand, changes in customers' preferences" was most frequently identifi ed by medium-sized enterprise managers (see Tab. VII). Considering that the level of signifi cance is 8%, it should be noted that the data could be o en obtained even in case of zero hypothesis validity. Therefore we cannot exclude the possibility that the zero hypothesis is true which means that we cannot prove any correlation between the identifi ed threats and the size of SME. Thus, SME managers perceive threats similarly, there are no threats that would threaten micro-sized enterprises more than medium-sized ones for instance.
The SME managers named "Technical and technological development, increase in demand for innovated products" and "Economic progress, increase in demand and the standard of living" as signifi cant opportunities within the conducted Situational analysis. These results also correspond with the survey performed by the Czech Chamber of Commerce in March 2011. It concluded that (based upon SME's views on economic development) the economic situation improved for an increased number of small-and medium-sized enterprises.
(These results are a part of an actual survey: "Small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) business barometer" that is conducted by the Czech Chamber of Commerce for the European Association of Cra , Small and Medium-sized Enterprises CZ).
The SME managers named 2 127 factors within the Situational analysis in 2010 that had infl uence on their companies coming from the external environment. Based upon the number of identifi ed factors 48.7% were opportunities, 51.3% threats which indicates that the SME managers tend to realize threats slightly more o en than opportunities.
DISCUSSION
As opportunities and threats change in time and space they can be perceived diff erently -as threats in a particular location and time while they can become opportunities at diff erent times and/or place. Additionally, situation that is an opportunity within a particular region can be a threat in another and vice versa. Therefore, opportunities and threats must be assessed in relation to a particular company, product or service. As the same factor can be an opportunity for one company while acting like a threat for another. It is possible to use the following table "Opportunity and Threat Identifi cation" as an opportunity and threat identifi cation tool with determining probability of their occurrence and infl uence on a company (see Tab. VIII). The probability of opportunities' and threats' occurrence and infl uence can be evaluated, for instance, as follows: low -1, middle-2 and high -3. This evaluation enables us to construct a priority matrix for opportunities and threats and set ranking for a company's reaction to the external environment changes (see Tab. IX and Tab. X). SME should mostly refl ect external environment's factors with high occurrence and infl uence in their strategies (those that are placed above the diagonal), also they should pay attention to the factors with "middle" occurrence an infl uence (the diagonal placement). 
IX: Present Opportunities Priority Matrix
CONCLUSION
Small and medium-sized enterprises are exposed to strong competition on one hand but also to a great number of new opportunities on the other. If those are not taken advantage of to increase performance (increase in added value) then the chances for success in extended Europe are slim. The aim of this paper was to evaluate conditions of the Czech business environment both for the purposes of international comparison and further based upon views of SME managers and owners. The reason behind the theme of this paper is increasing signifi cance of SME, which have been infl uenced by the ongoing economic recession the most. But because of their elasticity, new opportunities like searching for new markets and production programs can be brought about. The paper was mostly focused on the external business environment including the assessment of its quality. Firstly, it includes results and conclusions from the assessment of the external environment performed by the World Bank ("Doing Business 2011"), secondly, it presents the views of SME managers on the Czech business environment, its quality and development in 2004 and 2010. It can be maintained that the business environment will be one of the most signifi cant factors having a great infl uence on the SMEs' competitiveness. Therefore, business environment should be stable with simple rules, easy-to-follow administrative requirements and minimal regulations. The paper verifi ed the applicability of the situational analysis of the external SME's environment. Based upon the examination of this area, it can be recommended to the SME owners and/or managers to apply the Opportunities and Threats Identifi cation table while taking the factors' probability of occurrence and infl uence into consideration. The aspect of time (and its infl uence on a company) should be taken into account as well. Also, Opportunity and Threat Priority Matrix can be applied in order to set the opportunities' and threats' order of importance and address them accordingly.
